The term 'werwolf' is probably derived from the Anglo-Saxon 'wer' meaning man, and 'wolf'. In the history of alleged metamorphosis, the transformation of man into wolf is the most prominent form of the myth, though the further south one goes the more common becomes the myth of wer-tigers, and further north wer-bears become pre-eminent.
I believe that the so-called werwolves of the past may, at least in the majority of instances, have been suffering from congenital porphyria. The Section ofthe History ofMedicine the word epilepsy comes from the Greek bri= upon, and Aapp&vszv = to seize, i.e. the person was seized by some spirit) but none of -these peoples practised the savage cruelty of the Early and Middle Ages. It was at this time that the belief in werwolves was rife, and it must have been heightened by the climate of fear and by the convenience of disposing of one's enemies by denouncing them as witches or werwolves. This was helped by the incredible readiness of the accused to confess; a feature which marks all stories of witch-hunting. Although essentially a pre-Christian belief based on the need to externalize fear, once a story of a werwolf, of sufficient credibility, was established, it would persist for several generations and become the focus for explaining other dreadful and otherwise inexplicable happenings. Indirect help would come from the religious teachings of the time which played strongly upon the ignorance and credulity of the uneducated.
Porphyria
Congenital porphyria is a rare disease, due to a. recessive gene, in which there is an inability to convert porphobilinogen to porphyrin in the bone marrow. The condition is characterized by:
(1) Severe photosensitivity in which a vesicular erythema is produced by the action of light. This may be especially noticeable during the summer or in a mountainous region (Vannotti 1954) .
(2) The urine is often reddish-brown as a result of the presence of large quantities of porphyrins. (3) There is a tendency for the skin lesions to ulcerate, and these ulcers may attack cartilage and bone. Over a period of years structures such as Porphyria cutanea tarda ('mixed porphyria') is another manifestation of disturbed porphyrin metabolism (Fig 1) .
This, also, is familial, but of a dominant genetic trait. The age of onset of its manifestations is later and there is a marked sex difference in favour of males. Photosensitivity is less marked but does occur, and skin lesions are not so severe and do not usually progres to scarring and mutilation. A brownish pigmentation is common and the face may present a peculiar violaceous colour and show injection of the conjunctivr (Brunsting et al 1951) . Exposure to heat or light may be followed by pruritus in which case the affected parts may show excoriation. Hirsuties occurs but is less common than in the congenital form. Jaundice, related to hepatic dysfunction, may be present (MacGregor et al. 1952 ).
Nervous manifestations are most common in the acute intermittent variety of porphyria. They do, however, occur in porphyria cutanea tarda (MacGregor et al 1952) or the 'mixed' type of hepatic porphyria. Although congenital and idiopathic porphyrias are separable on clinical and genetic grounds, Vannotti (1954) is of the opinion that there are 'points of contact [which] could give rise to these mixed forms'. (Hausmann 1923) The nervous manifestations may be referable to any part of the nervous system, and include mental disorders ranging from mild hysteria to manic-depressive psychoses and delirium. Epilepsy may occur.
Both Waldenstrom (1937) and Vannotti have shown that, at least in idiopathic porphyria, there is an important geographic factor, and these cases often occur, in Sweden and in Switzerland, 'in certain districts and especially along certain valleys' (Vannotti 1954) . This also reflects the hereditary factor in the development ofthe disease.
It is possible, then, to paint a picture of a porphyric which, though not necessarily characteristic or typical, will fit with all the available evidence in the literature of porphyria: such a person, because of photosensitivity and the resultant disfigurement, may choose only to wander about at night. The pale, yellowish, excoriated skin may be explained by the hemolytic aniemia, jaundice, and pruritus. These features, together with hypertrichosis and pigmentation, fit well with the descriptions, in older literature, of werwolves. The unhappy person may be mentally disturbed, and show some type or degree of abnormal behaviour. In ancient times this would be accentuated by the physical and social treatment he received from the other villagers, whose instincts would be to explain the apparition in terms of witchcraft or Satanic possession.
The red teeth, the passage of red urine, the nocturnal wanderings, the mutilation of face and hands, the deranged behaviour: what could these suggest to a primitive, fear-ridden, and relatively isolated community? Fig 2 gives an obvious answer.
